





VERTICAL TRUST WITHIN ORGANIZATIONS AND PERFORMANCE: A 




The concept of trust within organizations, or intra-organizational trust, has been considered as 
a potential mechanism to increase performance and as such, has attracted growing interest in 
the organizational literature. However, despite the increasing number of studies examining 
the relationship between intra-organizational trust and performance, this apparently positive 
link has not been consistently confirmed by empirical research, and a deeper understanding is 
called for. Moreover, the literature on the trust–performance link is highly fragmented and 
dispersed. This study carries out a systematic review of the evidence, focusing on the vertical 
dimension of intra-organizational trust and performance relationship in an attempt to provide 
an integrative picture of the existing literature and to propose new research avenues on the 
topic. Specifically, this systematic review delves deeper into the antecedents, mediating 
effects and moderators of vertical intra-organizational trust and performance, providing a 
more comprehensive framework for these relationships.  






In recent years, heightened interest in understanding the role of trust in organizations 
has given rise to a burgeoning body of research on the importance of trust. This interest has 
been fueled partly by accumulating evidence that trust has a number of important benefits for 
organizations and their members (Kramer, 1999). For example, the literature reports that trust 
enhances cooperation and healthy teamwork, improves communication and employee 
satisfaction, creates more positive attitudes, facilitates organizational citizenship behavior 
(OCB), and increases task, group and organizational performance (e.g., Davis, Schoorman, 
Mayer, & Tan, 2000; De Jong, Dirks, & Gillespie, 2016; Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Matzler & 
Renzl, 2006; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990). Thus, trust seems to be a 
valuable resource within organizations that has significant organizational, group and 
individual implications. 
Moreover, in a complex and unstable business environment, organizations tend to 
develop from traditional hierarchical forms into flexible and network forms, which demand 
increasing levels of mutual trust (Bijlsma-Frankema, 2004; Costa & Peiro, 2009). Likewise, 
traditional management forms have given way to more collaborative approaches based on 
cooperative working where trust is seen as a critical element (Costa, 2003; Fulmer & 
Gelfand, 2012). In fact, with technology transforming workplaces from physical spaces into 
virtual environments, building trust among organizational members has become increasingly 
important for the effectiveness of global organizations and virtual teams (Germain & 
McGuire, 2014).  
In particular, the human resource development (HRD) literature has identified trust as 





processes and knowledge sharing (Germain & McGuire, 2014; Song, Kim, & Kolb, 2009), 
team development and success (Kang & Stewart, 2007), social capital development (Germain 
& McGuire, 2014; Gubbins & MacCurtain, 2008) and organizational growth and 
effectiveness (Kang & Stewart, 2007). Intra-organizational trust––or trust within 
organizations––is therefore becoming central to the functioning of organizations and seems to 
be critical to the effectiveness and development of individuals, teams, and organizations.  
Intra-organizational trust is a multidimensional construct that encapsulates lateral 
trust, which is the trust relationships among peers (or equals), and vertical trust, or the trust 
through hierarchical relationships (Costigan, Iiter, & Berman, 1998; McCauley & Kuhnert, 
1992). Accumulated evidence has consistently confirmed a positive relationship between 
team or lateral trust and performance (e.g., Dirks, 1999; Palanski, Kahai, & Yammarino, 
2011; Shen & Chen, 2007). However, in the case of vertical trust within organizations the 
apparent positive link between trust and performance seems less obvious in light of the mixed 
results from empirical research. For example, Mayer and Gavin (2005) found that while trust 
in leadership is positively related to extra-role performance, when it is associated with in-role 
performance the relationship is non-significant. Other empirical research has also found that 
trust in organizational leaders has positive consequences for organizational performance, 
whereas non-significant effects were found between trust in direct leaders and organizational 
performance (e.g., Cho & Poister, 2014). Similarly, although trust in the organization has 
been confirmed as a precursor of performance (e.g., Guinot, Chiva, & Mallén, 2013; Vanhala 
& Dietz, 2015), other studies report non-significant effects on the relationship (e.g., 
Tremblay, Cloutier, Simard, Chênevert, & Vandenberghe, 2010).  
Moreover, although a recent meta-analysis by De Jong et al. (2016) examined the 





previous meta-analytic reviews of trust have focused on certain trust referents (i.e., leaders or 
coworkers) and specific measures of performance (i.e., job performance) (e.g., Colquitt et al., 
2007; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Furthermore, no systematic literature review has yet analyzed 
the vertical trust–performance relationship. Therefore, further review of vertical trust is 
needed to provide a complete picture that integrates the empirical results of the literature by 
including more vertical trust referents (i.e., trust in leaders, trust in subordinates, trust in 
organization and leadership-follower mutual trust) and a broad set of performance measures 
(i.e., job performance, team performance and organizational performance). Accordingly, this 
review analyzes the relationships between vertical intra-organizational trust and individual, 
team and organizational performance measures, in an attempt to provide an integrative 
framework for this research question. 
Our review of the literature on this link is therefore motivated by the need for further 
understanding of the relationship between vertical intra-organizational trust and performance. 
Given the number of quantitative studies on the trust–performance link that have proliferated 
over the past two decades, our understanding of this connection could be improved by 
synthesizing the evidence of a diverse sample of empirical studies, and examining and 
discussing in detail the variations in how the relationship is studied. The resulting theoretical 
and empirical review could serve as a reference framework providing a more comprehensive 
view of the vertical intra-organizational trust–performance relationship, integrating the 
existing literature.  
This review involved a systematic literature search using the Web of Science. The 
review is limited to empirical studies analyzing the role of vertical trust within organizations 
in several dimensions of performance (employee job performance, team performance and 





in subordinates and in the whole organization––to organize research conducted on vertical 
intra-organizational trust between 1997 and 2016 at individual, team, and organizational 
levels of analysis. 
In our analysis of the vertical trust–performance relationship, we will describe the 
antecedents of vertical intra-organizational trust considered in the literature (when vertical 
trust is a mediating/moderating variable), as well as the contextual factors that affect this 
relationship (moderating variables such as structure, culture, practices, etc.), and the variables 
that mediate the trust–performance link. In sum, we delve deeper into the antecedents, 
mediating effects and moderators of vertical intra-organizational trust and performance in 
order to integrate the existing literature on the relationship. A systematic understanding of the 
current findings in this promising but fragmented topic could also establish some basic 
guidelines to address future research more appropriately and map new avenues to explore in 
the area.  
 
Theoretical Background  
In this section we provide the theoretical foundations of the concept of trust, define 
the measures of performance examined in the study and then we provide the main theoretical 
mechanisms explaining the relationship between different vertical trust referents and 







In an attempt to integrate all essential components based on the different approaches 
used to investigate trust in organizations, Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995, p. 712) 
defined organizational trust as ‘the willingness of one party to be vulnerable to the actions of 
another party based on the expectation that the other party will perform a particular action 
important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control the other party’. Thus, 
one person’s trust in another is generally based on his or her expectations of the intentions or 
behavior of the other party. Such Mayer’s et al. conceptualization of trust has been 
predominantly used by academics in the study of organizational trust.   
Two main forms of interpersonal trust––affective and cognitive trust––have been 
distinguished as psychological foundations for understanding the extent to which one person 
is willing to trust another (Lewis & Weigert, 1985; McAllister, 1995). The rational decision 
to trust the other party involves the cognitive base of trust. This decision is based on qualities 
such as responsibility, dependability and competence (Costigan et al., 1998). On the other 
hand, affect-based trust is grounded in reciprocal interpersonal care and concern or emotional 
bonds (McAllister, 1995). When this type of trust relationship arises, individuals are 
emotionally involved, show sincere interest and concern for the other party, believe in the 
intrinsic virtue of these relationships and understand that these feelings will be reciprocated 
(McAllister, 1995). Thus, available knowledge of trustworthiness (i.e., reliability and 
dependability) is the basis upon which rational trust and the emotional bonds between 
individuals (i.e., interpersonal care and concern) provide the basis for affective trust 
(McAllister, 1995). However, cognition-based trust is seen as more superficial and less 
special than affect-based trust, since trust relationships are closely grounded in interpersonal 
affect and emotion (Johnson-George & Swap, 1982). As McAllister (1995, p. 30) points out, 





will invest further in relationships”. Thus, early levels of trust are possible and are driven by 
cognitive issues, whereas affective trust becomes more important as the relationship develops 
(Webber, 2008). 
Trust is both an interpersonal and collective phenomenon (Zaheer, McEvily, & 
Perrone, 1998) and it is expressed at three levels within organizations: individual, team and 
organizational (Costa, 2003; Tan & Lim, 2009). Trust at the individual level denotes an 
individual’s degree of trust in another party; trust at the team level refers to the aggregated 
degree of trust that is shared with sufficient consensus among team members; and trust at the 
organizational level involves the aggregated degree of trust shared with sufficient consensus 
among members in an organization (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012).  
Employees may develop trust beliefs in an individual referent, whereby individuals 
trust specific individuals, such as their supervisors, subordinates, leaders, managers or 
coworkers; and in the collective referent, whereby employees build trust relationships with a 
collective entity such as a team or an organization. Thus, although most research refers to 
organizational trust as the trust within organizations, it can also include trust in other 
organizations such as partners, clients or suppliers. Accordingly, organizational trust has been 
classified into intra- and inter-organizational trust. Intra-organizational trust refers to trust 
among members in the same organization (Trapp, 2011), whereas inter-organizational trust, 
according to Zaheer et al., refers to “the extent to which organizational members have a 
collectively-held trust orientation toward [a] partner firm” (1998).  
Intra-organizational trust has been described as a multidimensional variable that can 
be lateral or vertical (Costigan et al., 1998; McCauley & Kuhnert, 1992). This theoretical 





refers to the trust between workmates or equals sharing a similar employment position, 
vertical trust refers to trust between workers and their leaders, their subordinates or 
organizations as a whole (McCauley & Kuhnert, 1992). Trust in leadership/subordinates is 
defined as an expectation or belief that employees/leaders can rely on their 
leader/subordinate’s actions or words and that the leader/subordinate has good intentions 
(Dirks, 2000). On the other hand, trust in the organization is considered as the “employee’s 
willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of the organization, whose behavior and actions he 
or she cannot control” (Tan & Lim, 2009, p.46).  
 
Performance 
In this systematic review, we examine performance at three levels: individual job 
performance, team performance and organizational performance. Viswesvaran and Ones 
define individual job performance as the “scalable actions, behaviors and outcomes that 
employees engage in or bring about that are linked with and contribute to organizational 
goals” (2000). It is viewed as a multi-faceted construct that includes in-role and extra-role 
performance (Viswesvaran & Ones, 2000). In-role performance, or task performance, refers 
to the proficiency with which employees perform activities that are formally recognized as 
part of their jobs, and concerns the accomplishment of duties and tasks that are specified in a 
job description (Humborstad, Nerstad, & Dysvik, 2014; Viswevaran & Ones, 2000). On the 
other hand, extra-role performance entails individual behavior that goes beyond an 
employee’s formal work role and that promotes the effective functioning of the organization 





Team performance is defined as the extent to which the team’s outputs meet the 
standards set by the organization in terms of quantity and quality of work; these standards 
reflect how well the team members accomplish their goals or mission (Devine & Phillips, 
2001). Thus, team performance refers to any indicator of the quantity and quality of team 
outputs, such as efficiency, productivity, cooperation, coordination, response time, product 
quality, customer satisfaction and innovation, among others (Cohen & Bailey, 1997). 
Accordingly, we include studies using quantitative or qualitative measures of team 
performance. 
Organizational performance has been conceptualized in different ways, however, in 
general terms, it reflects the degree to which an organization accomplishes its organizational 
goals in an effective and efficient manner (Civelek, Cemberci, Artar, & Uca, 2015). Both 
objective and subjective indicators have been used to measure the concept. Thus, in this study 
organizational performance includes both objective (e.g., profit, return on investment, 
productivity, growth) and subjective performance outcomes (e.g., quality of products and 
services, client satisfaction, innovativeness). Other particular organizational performance 
indicators such as HR performance are also included in the study. 
 
Vertical Trust and Performance Relationship 
Two different theoretical perspectives––a relationship-based perspective and a 
character-based perspective––have been proposed to describe how trust in leaders or 
supervisors affects performance. The relationship-based perspective is grounded in social 
exchange processes (Blau, 1964). Thus, in high-quality leader-follower relationships, in 





behaviors such as spending more time or effort on required tasks, and willingness to engage 
in OCBs (Dirks & Skarlicki, 2004). In turn, the character-based perspective concerns the 
perception of a leader’s character and how it affects followers’ vulnerability (e.g., Mayer, 
Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). Thus, when followers perceive that their leaders possess the 
characteristics of integrity, capability or benevolence, they feel more at ease participating in 
risk behaviors (e.g., sharing sensitive information or not covering their backs), which 
facilitates task performance and OCB. In the main, the literature suggests that trust in leaders 
may affect job performance through these two complementary routes.  
Likewise, according to social exchange principles, employees with a high level of 
trust in their leader may interpret his or her actions more favorably, with the result that they 
are more willing to accept vulnerability to management would not waste their time and 
energy on self-preserving activities, and will therefore be able to focus attention on the work 
that needs to be done (e.g., in-role performance) and activities that add value to an 
organization (e.g., extra-role performance) (Mayer & Gavin, 2005). In contrast, a lack of trust 
in leadership—that is, unwillingness to be vulnerable to management—leads the employee to 
waste cognitive resources on nonproductive issues and self-protective behaviors that divert 
attention away from the task and undermine performance (Mayer & Gavin, 2005). Based on 
the above argumentations, the literature suggests that trust may affect performance outcomes 
indirectly through variables such as social exchange or attention focus (e.g., Krosgaard, 
Brodt, & Whitener, 2002; Mayer & Gavin, 2005). Indeed, since trust is a critical variable that 
governs employee attribution and interpretation of manager behavior, it has been proposed as 
a decisive moderator of performance because it shapes followers’ attributions of leader 





Both the affective and the cognitive bases of leadership trust have been separately 
related to in-role and extra-role performance. High levels of cognitive trust in leaders 
facilitates the ability to focus attention on performance-related activities by giving employees 
the confidence to follow supervisors’ job directives, take ownership of the work, and channel 
task-relevant efforts toward established goals (Yang et al., 2009). Cognitive trust thereby 
increases task-related attention and effort, and as a result has been proposed to boost the level 
of individual task performance (e.g., Yang et al., 2009). Moreover, since cognitive trust 
reduces unnecessary worry and anxiety, it increases the likelihood that followers will engage 
in extra-role behaviors (e.g., willingness to share information with colleagues and engage in 
proactive feedback seeking) (Zhu et al., 2013).  Furthermore, individuals who perceive that 
their leader demonstrates care and consideration (i.e., affective trust) will reciprocate this 
sentiment in the form of desired behaviors such as spending more time on required tasks and 
showing willingness to go above and beyond their job roles to benefit broader organizational 
goals (Konovsky & Pugh, 1994; Chen et al., 2014). Accordingly, it has been suggested that 
affective trust leverages in-role and extra-role performance. 
Trust in the leader is also considered as a predictor of team performance. Such trust 
allows team members to willingly accept the leader’s activities, goals and decisions, work 
together to achieve the team’s goals, and sacrifice their interests for the team (Dirks, 2000). 
Moreover, when leader-follower trust is high, employees are more willing to see the 
legitimate needs of the organization (Argyris, 1964), leaders display more effective risk 
behaviors (e.g., delegation and empowerment) (Mayer et al., 1995) and subordinates’ 
citizenship behaviors and job performance increase (Davis et al., 2000). Following this line of 
reasoning, trusting relationships between leaders and followers have been proposed as a way 





performance. Likewise, high mutual trust entails greater interdependence, hopeful initiatives, 
and positive interactions, which may foster team performance (Carter & Mossholder, 2015). 
On the other hand, when supervisors or managers trust their subordinates, they are 
more willing to empower them and delegate tasks, resulting in higher motivation to perform 
role tasks and go beyond their prescribed roles (Brower et al., 2009; Mayer et al., 1995).  
Thus, the leader’s trust in subordinates nourishes high-quality relationships in which 
employees are more motivated to make greater effort within and beyond their prescribed 
roles (Brower et al., 2009). Moreover, the leader’s trust in subordinates may lead to a self-
fulfilling prophecy in which the leader’s positive expectations based on trust give 
subordinates a sense of confidence and competence, and encourage more favorable attitudes, 
which have a positive effect on their performance (Brower, Lester, Korsgaard, & Dineen, 
2009).  Trust in subordinates is therefore a precursor of job performance (in-role and extra-
role performance), which in turn can improve organizational performance (Tzafrir, 2005).  
Finally, employees’ trust in the organization strengthens the emotional bond with and 
commitment to their organization, thus increasing their motivation to participate in extra-role 
behaviors and individual efforts to fulfill job tasks (Gould-Williams, 2003; Tremblay et al., 
2010). In contrast, a lack of trust in the organization can lead to dysfunctional outcomes such 
as employee cynicism, low motivation or low commitment, which harms individual and 
organizational performance (Gould-Williams, 2003). Thus, if employees perceive that the 
organization is trustworthy, they will be more predisposed to show desirable behaviors (e.g., 
willingness to take risks on behalf of the organization, helping others, making greater effort), 
develop more positive attitudes (e.g., job satisfaction and commitment) and enhance social 
exchanges. Based on these arguments, trust in the organization has been proposed to have a 






Study Search and Selection 
This research aims to provide a rigorous assessment of the literature on intra-
organizational trust––here referred to as vertical trust––and its link with various performance 
indicators in order to integrate the fragmented literature on this topic. To that end, we 
conducted a systematic literature review using Web of science to search articles published in 
refereed international journals in the fields of management, human resource management 
(HRM), human resource development (HRD), organizational behavior, work and 
organizational psychology, and applied psychology. A systematic review (Tranfield, Denyer, 
& Smart, 2003) applying archival methodology was adopted to build a reliable knowledge 
base for the organizational trust field. This analysis process consists in synthetizing research 
through exhaustive literature search of published studies into a field or question (Tranfield, 
Denyer, & Smart, 2003). This involves categorizing and classifying the existing literature for 
a specific academic inquiry using papers published over the last years, to provide collective 
insights through theoretical synthesis (Renwick, Redman, & Maguire, 2013). To carry out 
this literature review we followed the same method in conducting systematic review as 
similar studies in the field used for evaluating the evidence base (e.g., Berends & 
Antonacopoulou, 2014; Peltoniemi, 2015). A systematic review of the literature then consists 
of: 1) select a scientific database search service, which in our case was Web of Science (Web 
of Science is an online scientific citation indexing service that provides access to numerous 
databases that reference cross-disciplinary research, thus allowing detailed exploration of 
specialized sub-fields within an academic or scientific discipline). 2) Systematic search: 
search by using some key terms (trust, performance, trustworthiness, effectiveness, etc.). 3) 





focused on vertical trust, etc.). 4) Cross-checking, which means checking reference of the 
selected articlesfor the identification of additional studies. 5) Analyze the articles found. 6) 
Classify and categorize those articles.  
In line with Berends and Antonacopoulou (2014) and Peltoniemi (2015), the systematic 
search was conducted using the Web of Science, first combining separately the terms “trust” 
and “trustworthiness” with “performance”, “outcomes” and “effectiveness” (as synonyms of 
performance) as search key terms in the title. And then, we carried out an additional search 
by combining the terms “trust” and “trustworthiness” with “job performance”, “team 
performance”, “group performance”, “organizational performance” as search topics criteria. 
From the resulting search, we selected papers that (1) were in English, (2) had been 
published in refereed international journals in the fields mentioned before (Management, 
HRD, HRM, etc), (3) were empirical articles, (4) focused on vertical trust within 
organizations, and (5) measured employee job performance (including extra-role 
performance), team performance or organizational/firm performance. Titles and/or abstracts 
were used as the rationale for selection, but it was sometimes necessary to read the article in 
order to ascertain whether it met the inclusion criteria. Then, we carried out a last exploration 
by checking reference lists of selected papers to the identification of additional studies, which 
met the selection criteria. Finally, the literature search resulted in a sample of 75 studies.  
 
Analysis  
Our analysis process involved categorizing and classifying the literature on vertical 
trust and performance using papers published across the last two decades (1997–2018), a 





analysis began with a careful reading of each paper and their classification in tables. The 
initial reading allowed us to ascertain the effect proposed on the trust–performance link (i.e., 
direct, moderating or mediating effects). We then classified the papers in tables according to 
the referent of trust studied and the effect examined through performance. The next stage we 
complete was to separate the studies into trust as a moderating variable, trust as a mediating 
variable and trust as an antecedent variable of mediating/moderating variables affecting 
performance, in order to accurately analyze the mediating/moderating effects on the trust–
performance link. Finally, we categorized each of the resulting tables by the level of 
performance: job performance (also separated into in-role and extra-role performance 
dimensions), team performance and organizational performance. 
 
Results 
Once we have conducted the process of systematic review, in the following sections 
we provide the results of this literature search. First, we examine empirical evidence for the 
direct effect of vertical trust on performance. We then review the role of vertical trust as both 
a mediator and a moderator variable in performance. Finally, we explore the effects of 
vertical trust on performance through the mediating and moderating role of some intervening 
variables. 
 
Direct Effects on the Vertical Trust–Performance Relationship 
In this section, we summarize the findings from the literature review regarding the 





which empirical support is found in the literature are trust in leadership, trust in subordinates, 
leader-follower trust and trust in organizations (Table 1). We analyze these four referents of 
trust on performance separately in the following subsections.  
----------------------- 
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
------------------------ 
Trust in leadership and performance.  
Numerous studies have included leaders as a trust referent to examine how 
subordinates’ trust in leadership may be related to performance; many of these studies 
confirm a positive direct relationship in the leadership trust–performance link (see Table 1).  
However, some studies also found non-significant effects (e.g., Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2002; 
Ugwu et al., 2016). Specific sample characteristics (such as a non-Western cultural setting) 
may explain the non-significant effect on the relationship (Ugwu et al., 2016). It has been 
argued that in some non-Western cultures extrinsic motivators (e.g., good pay, retirement 
benefits) could play a more significant role in motivating employees than trust in the leader 
alone (Ugwu et al., 2016). Nevertheless, the authors of these studies also noted that this 
question calls for further clarification.    
Moreover, mixed evidence has been found depending on the leadership referents of 
trust and types of subordinates considered. For example, empirical evidence indicates that 
whereas trust in the supervisor is positively related to task and extra-role performance among 
non-managerial subordinates, this is not the case among their managerial counterparts (e.g., 





trust in the supervisor was related to OCB, while trust in a senior manager had no significant 
effect. 
The literature review revealed only one study that has analyzed the direct relationship 
between trust in leadership and team performance (see Table 1). This study by Dirks (2000) 
confirmed a direct positive effect on the relationship. Regarding the direct relationship 
between employees’ trust in leadership and organizational performance, several studies 
confirmed a positive effect on the relationship (e.g., Davis et al., 2000; Davis & Bryant, 
2010), although others found no significant effects. Cho and Poister (2014), for example, 
demonstrated that while trust in department leadership and trust in the leadership team both 
had direct effects on organizational performance, trust in the supervisor had no direct impact.  
To summarize, the literature review revealed substantial empirical research 
demonstrating that trust in leadership triggers a direct positive effect on several measures of 
job performance (see Table 1). However, evidence also came to light on the non-significant 
effects of trust in leadership on role performance (e.g., Ugwu et al., 2016), extra-role 
performance (e.g., Coxen, van der Vaart, & Stander, 2016; Kannan-Narasimhan & Lawrence, 
2012; Huang et al., 2010) and organizational performance (e.g., Cho & Poister, 2014). 
Likewise, high levels of trust in leadership directly increase team performance (e.g., Dirks, 
2000) and organizational performance (e.g., Brown, Gray, McHardy, & Taylor, 2015; Davis 
et al., 2000; Davis & Bryant, 2010), although few empirical studies have analyzed the direct 
role of trust in leadership in team and organizational performance. In addition, different 
referents and types of subordinates of trust in leadership seem to have different effects on 
performance. To date, however, there has been little research aiming to understand the direct 





Trust in subordinates and performance.  
We only identified one published article examining the relationship between trust in 
subordinates and performance (see Table 1). This study by Brower et al. (2009) provides 
empirical support for a direct and positive relationship between managers’ trust in 
subordinates and some dimensions of job performance (task performance and extra-role 
performance). Thus, when supervisors or managers trust their subordinates, they are more 
willing to empower them and delegate tasks, which results in higher motivation to perform 
job tasks and go beyond their prescribed roles (Brower et al., 2009).  
 
Leader-follower trust and performance. 
Some empirical studies have recently explored the direct relationship between leader-
follower trust and performance (see Table 1). For example, Carter and Mossholder’s (2015) 
study demonstrated that congruence between supervisor and group trust (when supervisors 
and work groups express the same magnitudes of trust in each other) was positively related to 
team performance for affective trust but not for cognitive trust. These authors also found that 
at higher levels of trust alignment the effect of trust on team performance was greater than at 
lower levels of trust. Likewise, group performance diminished more when groups’ affective 
trust was lower than supervisors’ affective trust, than when groups’ affective trust was higher 
than supervisors’ affective trust. On the other hand, Jing et al. (2014) provided empirical 
evidence showing that high levels of trust between leader and followers and enhanced 
financial performance were positively related, as this increases collaboration and strengthens 
the ability to confront performance problems, and also reduces friction in organizational 





other activities. Other studies (i.e., Cheung, Wong, & Yuan, 2017; Kim, Wang, & Chen, 
2018) have also recently confirmed that leader-follower trust increases job performance. In 
sum, empirical analysis of the role of leader-follower trust in performance is a nascent and 
under-explored area of research. To date, there is evidence for a positive effect, but when 
cognitive and affective bases of trust are considered, significant differences are found as well.  
 
Trust in the organization and performance.  
Some studies have proposed that when employees trust their organization they will be 
more predisposed to fulfill their formal tasks and duties and participate in citizenship 
behaviors, thus enhancing in-role and extra-role performance (Biswas & Kapil, 2017; Coxen, 
van der Vaart, & Stander, 2016). However, while some research finds positive effects on the 
relationship, others find no significant link. Our results indicate that, to date, few empirical 
studies have examined the direct role trust in organizations plays in performance measures, 
and only one dimension of performance––job performance––has been studied.   
 
Vertical Trust as a Mediator Variable 
In this section, we analyze the results from the trust literature on the influence of 
vertical trust as a mediating variable on job, team and organizational performance outcomes. 
The literature review reveals that only two referents of vertical trust (trust in leadership and 
trust in organization) have been empirically examined in this mediating role (see Table 2). 







INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 
------------------------ 
Trust in leadership as a mediator variable.  
The literature indicates that trust acts as a social exchanger reinforcing the dynamics 
between variables (Blau, 1964). Through this social exchange relationship, trust has a 
mediator effect or intervening role that produces effective work behavior and positive 
employee attitudes (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005), which may result in increased levels of 
performance. By regarding trust as a primary variable in these exchanges, numerous studies 
have included trust in leadership as a variable mediating the relationship between different 
organizational variables and performance measures (see Table 2). The empirical research 
predominantly suggests that subordinates’ trust in leadership acts as an explanatory variable, 
which translates the benefits of certain work processes, organizational practices or leadership 
styles into better job, team and organizational performance. 
Some studies incorporate cognitive and affective bases of trust to ascertain how 
subordinates’ trust in leadership may play such a mediating role and thus raise levels of job 
performance (e.g., Chen et al., 2014; Colquitt, LePine, Piccolo, & Zapata, 2012; Miao, et al., 
2014; Newman et al., 2016). For example, Colquitt et al. (2012) found that subordinates’ trust 
in a supervisor mediated the relationship between organizational justice and job performance, 
with affect-based trust driving exchange-based mediation, and cognition-based trust driving 
uncertainty-based mediation. Other studies (e.g., Miao et al., 2014; Newman et al., 2016) 
reveal that while affective trust in a supervisor fully mediated the relationships between the 





the supervisor had non-significant or negative effects (see Table 2). This may be because, 
unlike affective trust, cognitive trust does little to induce social exchange between the two 
parties in the relationship. Thus, as job performance has been shown to be a function of social 
exchange, cognitive trust may be less important in engendering performance (Miao et al., 
2014). More specifically, mixed results are provided by empirical research when some 
particular leadership styles (i.e., participative leadership or transformational leadership) are 
considered according to cognitive and affective bases of trust (e.g., Newman, Rose, & Teo, 
2016; Zhu, Newman, Miao, & Hooke, 2013). 
Meanwhile, Huang et al. (2010) also found that while trust in supervisors among non-
managerial subordinates significantly mediated the link between participative leadership and 
task and extra-role performance, this was not the case for managerial subordinates. Findings 
therefore varied according to the subordinates considered.  
In sum, as Table 2 indicates, although trust in leadership has been confirmed as a 
mediating variable that enhances job performance, when bases (cognitive and affective) or 
domains (reliance and disclosure) of trust are incorporated, results are less consistent. The 
evidence is also mixed when trust in leader is included as a mediating variable to increase 
extra-role and team performance (see Table 2). Finally, the literature review also uncovers a 
lack of empirical analysis of the mediating role that trust in leadership plays in organizational 
performance. 
 
Trust in the organization as a mediator variable. 
In line with social exchange theory, the literature shows that an organization’s 





justice, CSR policies or certain leadership styles––may encourage employees’ to perceive the 
organization as trustworthy, which in turn is positively related to job performance (both in-
role and extra-role performance) and organizational performance (see Table 2). Thus, if the 
organization demonstrates benevolence and support, employees may perceive the 
organization as trustworthy and they will be more predisposed to engage in extra effort and 
working toward the organization’s goals. 
 
Vertical Trust as a Moderator Variable 
Our literature review found some empirical articles that proposed vertical trust as a 
variable moderating the effects of other variables on performance (Table 3). To date, the few 
empirical studies analyzing this moderating role of vertical trust have included trust in 
leadership, trust in subordinates and subordinate-supervisor trust. We present our findings in 
the following subsections.  
----------------------- 
INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 
------------------------ 
Trust in leadership as a moderator variable. 
The literature has proposed trust in leadership as a moderating variable in the 
relationships between some variables and measures of job performance (Table 3). Variables 
proposed as antecedents of trust in leadership in such moderating effect models include HRM 
practices, job characteristics and some dimensions and referents of trust. Trust is a critical 





may act as a critical moderator by shaping followers’ attributions of leaders’ intentions 
(Crossley et al., 2013; Dirks & Ferrin, 2001).  
Empirical research has indicated that the effects of trust on job performance differ 
depending on the leadership referent (e.g., direct leaders vs. organizational leadership), the 
operational definition of trust (e.g., affective trust vs. cognitive trust) or the job performance 
measure (e.g., in-role or extra-role performance). For example, findings show that the 
relationship between trust and job performance is significantly higher when the referent is a 
direct leader than in the case of organizational leadership (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). Dirks and 
Ferrin (2002) also confirm that “overall” definitions of trust––including affective and 
cognitive elements of trust––have closer relationships with job performance than cognitive or 
affective definitions of trust alone, since “overall” definitions capture all the theoretical 
processes (relationship-based and character-based theory) involved in the link.  
In sum, trust in leadership has been shown to positively moderate the effect on job 
performance, with stronger effects depending on the type of trust referent and operational 
definition of trust considered. However, results for this moderating effect of trust are 
inconclusive, since non-significant moderating effects were also found when in-role and 
extra-role measures of job performance are examined (see Table 3). Finally, results indicate 
that there have been very few empirical attempts to explore the moderating role of trust in 
leadership on team and organizational measures of performance. 
 
Trust in the subordinate and performance. 
We only found one study that has empirically examined the effect of trust in 





Brower et al. (2009) examined whether the relationship between trust in the manager and task 
and extra-role performance was stronger when trust in the subordinate is higher. Their results 
only support a partial moderating effect on the relationship between trust in the manager and 
OCB. Individual extra-role performance therefore reaches its highest level when both parties’ 
trust is high. These findings not only provide support for the moderating role of trust in 
subordinates in performance, but also reflect the importance of the interaction of trust 
measures to predict performance. 
 
Leader-follower trust and performance. 
The literature review reveals the lack of empirical analysis to fathom the moderating 
role in performance of mutual trust between leaders and followers. Only the study by Chang 
and Chi (2007) has empirically addressed this moderating role of trust (see Table 3), showing 
that while high affective trust between supervisors and subordinates weakens the positive 
relationship between HR manager roles and HR performance indicators, cognitive trust does 
not moderate the relationship. These authors suggest that this result is consistent with the 
principles of social interaction of the guanxi-based Chinese society in which the effects of 
affective trust prevail over cognitive trust.  
 
Vertical Trust Triggering Mediating/Moderating Effects of other Variables on 
Performance 
Vertical trust has also been proposed as a variable that exerts an influence on job, 





(Table 4). The results of our literature review uncover proposals of trust in leadership, trust in 
subordinates, supervisor-subordinate trust and trust in organizations as vertical referents of 
trust that engender these mediating/moderating effects on performance. In the following 
subsections we summarize the empirical findings on these relationships. 
----------------------- 
INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 
------------------------ 
Trust in leadership triggering mediating/moderating effects. 
Several studies have addressed the role of trust in leadership as a driver of mediating 
effects through certain variables that increase performance (see Table 4). Research has 
demonstrated that employees’ trust in leadership operates by facilitating some mediating 
processes, such as certain psychological conditions (e.g., psychological availability and 
psychological safety), high-quality leader-member exchange, and ability to focus, to increase 
job performance (e.g., Chen, Hwang, & Liu, 2012; Li & Tan 2013; Madjar & Ortiz-Walters, 
2009). However, this effect is not confirmed when other psychological conditions such as 
psychological meaningfulness are introduced (e.g., Li & Tan, 2013) or other trust referents 
are examined in combination (Brower et al., 2009). Some empirical research has also found 
that the ability to focus acts as a mediating variable between trust in leadership and extra-role 
performance, but not in-role performance (e.g., Mayer & Gavin, 2005). 
Likewise, the role of trust in leadership as an antecedent of mediating variables to 
increase team performance has been consistently confirmed by the empirical research. The 
literature also indicates that team members’ trust in leadership enhances team performance 





and personal identification (Table 4). However, some authors highlight the importance of 
distinguishing between affective and cognitive dimensions of trust when examining factors 
that potentially mediate relationships between team trust in leadership and team outcomes 
because these trust dimensions involve different psychological processes (e.g., Schaubroeck, 
Peng, & Hannah, 2011). For example, Schaubroeck et al. (2011) propose team potency as a 
plausible mediating path through which cognition-based trust in the leader influences team 
performance, whereas affect-based trust affects team performance through team 
psychological safety.  
On the other hand, results also indicate that trust in leadership plays a consistent role 
eliciting mediating effects on other variables that enhances organizational performance 
(Table 4). The literature review shows that over the last few years a fast growing body of 
empirical research has begun to explore the role of trust as antecedent of some mediating or 
moderating variables that may affect performance. Results indicate the potential of trust in 
leadership in promoting mediating and moderating effects on other variables which are 
transferred in higher levels of performance. 
 
Trust in subordinates triggering mediating/moderating effects. 
Some studies have considered trust in subordinates as a trust referent that may lead to 
increased levels of performance by boosting certain mediating effects (see Table 4). For 
example, Tzafrir (2005) found that HR managers with high levels of trust in their employees 
are more likely to shape a differential HRM system with high performance work practices, 
which in turn have a positive impact on organizational performance. Likewise, Salamon and 





collective felt trust––the extent to which employees are trusted by management––and sales 
performance, but not the effect of collective felt trust on customer service performance. 
Sample size, the nature of the associations and the possibility that other mechanisms may be 
operating in the relationships were suggested as possible explanations for this non-significant 
mediating effect (Salamon & Robinson, 2008). This study does, however, identify an 
additional avenue through which trust affects organizational performance, in which 
employees’ behavior is shaped by how much they feel trusted by management.  
In sum, there have been very few attempts in the literature to explore the role that trust 
in subordinates plays in performance when mediating variables are introduced in the 
relationship. Moreover, only one level of performance––the organizational level––has been 
empirically examined in these mediating models, which produced mixed results. Likewise, no 
empirical attempts appear in the literature examining the effects of trust in subordinates on 
performance through moderating variables.  
 
Leader-follower trust triggering mediating/moderating effects. 
Our review found only two articles that empirically explored the role of leader-
follower trust in performance (see Table 4). Based on social exchange dynamics, Carter and 
Mossholder (2015) examined whether cognitive and affective trust congruence between 
groups’ trust in supervisors and supervisors’ trust in their work groups may affect two types 
of group performance outcomes (in-role and extra-role performance) via work group 
motivation. They found that supervisor–work group trust congruence strengthens work group 
motivation, which leads to higher levels of group performance. Similarly, Cheung, Wong and 





relationship between leader-follower mutual trust and job performance. More research is 
clearly needed to achieve a deeper understanding of the role mutual trust between leaders and 
their subordinates plays in affecting performance through other organizational variables or 
processes.  
 
Trust in the organization triggering mediating/moderating effects. 
In the literature review we found some studies that dealt with the concept of trust in 
the whole organization as a trust referent––trust in the organization––used as an 
organizational variable that leads to enhanced individual and organizational performance by 
fostering some mediating processes (Table 4). For example, Guinot et al. (2013) empirically 
confirm that trust in organizations facilitates organizational learning capability, leading to 
better organizational performance. On the other hand, Tremblay et al. (2010) proposes that 
affective organizational commitment (AOC) plays a mediating role between trust in the 
organization and in-role and extra-role performance, although AOC did not contribute to 
explaining the manifestation of in-role and extra-role behaviors. These authors suggest that 
trust in the immediate supervisor and attachment to the work team are probably more 
significant exchange factors for in-role and extra-role behaviors than exchanges with a more 
abstract entity such as the organization.  
Hence, although trust in the organization has been linked to different measures of 
performance through some mediating processes, the literature review revealed scarce and 






Summary of Results 
A significant number of studies confirmed a positive direct effect on job performance, 
although non-significant effects were also found for particular contexts (e.g., non-Western 
cultures), specific measures of job performance (e.g., extra-role performance) and some types 
of subordinates and leaders. There is still little empirical evidence on the direct effects of trust 
in leadership on team and organizational performance. Likewise, the direct relationship 
between some trust referents such as subordinates, organization or leader-follower trust and 
performance has received scant attention. On the other hand, trust in leadership has been 
consistently confirmed as a mediating variable that enhances job performance, but when 
different bases of trust (cognitive and affective) or job performance measures (in-role and 
extra-role) are incorporated, results also present non-significant effects. In turn, the results 
also consistently confirm the mediating role of trust in organization to improve job and 
organizational performance, but other trust referents such as trust in subordinates or leader-
follower trust have not yet been addressed in the empirical research. Likewise, there is a lack 
of empirical analysis of the mediating role that vertical trust plays in team and organizational 
performance. Regarding the moderating role of vertical trust, we found mixed effects on the 
relationship between trust in leader and job performance, and very little empirical research 
has addressed the moderating role of vertical trust with other trust referents and measures of 
performance. Finally, when vertical trust acts by facilitating mediating/moderating processes, 
trust in leadership has been consistently demonstrated to increase job, team and 
organizational performance. However, there is a lack of evidence on this role of trust with 






Discussion and Suggestions for Future Research 
Based on the results from the exhaustive literature search applied in this study, in the 
following paragraphs we discuss the most relevant findings derived from the review and 
propose new avenues of research for each of the relationships examined.  
Firstly, our results indicate that empirical studies analyzing this direct trust-
performance relationship have not consistently demonstrated a positive relationship between 
them. Further research is needed to fathom the direct consequences of vertical trust on 
performance. Future studies should continue to analyze the differences in this direct 
relationship according to the leadership referent of trust (i.e., trust in direct leaders, trust in 
area managers, trust in Top management, trust in the whole organization), mutual trust (i.e., 
leader-follower trust), trust dimensions (e.g., affect-based trust and cognition-based trust), 
trust types (conditional vs. unconditional trust) or cultural settings (Western vs. non-
Western).  
Moreover, the results of this literature review indicate that further research is required 
to provide a more fine-grained view of the role of trust in leadership as a mediating variable, 
including different bases of trust (cognitive and affective), leadership styles and behaviors, 
HRD practices and types of culture, with other levels of performance such as team and 
organizational performance. For example, trust, or indeed any of the relationships studied, 
might be affected by cultural dimensions such as uncertainty avoidance, individualism versus 
collectivism, indulgence versus restraint, or power distance (Hofstede, 2011), or by HR or 
organizational practices that imply trust, such as clocking in and out of work, or employee 
assessment based on self and peer evaluation. Furthermore, the relationships analyzed might 
be affected by leadership style: a style based on trusting people (e.g., servant leadership) 





should also continue to investigate the mediating role of other variables that have been linked 
to trust, such as OCB climate, organizational commitment or new emerging leadership styles 
like shared or authentic leadership. 
 Regarding the moderating role of trust on performance, the inconclusive results found 
suggest that for trust to become a potential moderator variable it should be closely related to 
specific organizational practices, team processes, individual job characteristics or 
psychological states. The literature review reveals a need for more research to further 
understanding of the role of different vertical trust referents (e.g., trust in leadership, trust in 
subordinates, leadership-follower mutual trust, trust in organizations), multiple trust 
dimensions (i.e., affective and cognitive trust) or cultural context as moderators between 
individual, team and organizational variables, and performance, since empirical analyses of 
this moderating effect are scarce. For example, a particular HRM system supporting human 
capital or increasing investment in training and development practices could raise employees’ 
trust in the organization, thereby affecting the strength of the relationship with job, team or 
organizational performance. Moreover, the relevance of gender on vertical trust-performance 
link remains unknown. Empirical research should be addressed to ascertain if gender 
differences might determine the strength of this linkage. 
One promising and underexplored research area is examining the role of trust in 
subordinates on performance. Since new organizational trends require managers to empower 
employees, delegate tasks and share responsibilities, trust in subordinates is an essential 
condition for managers to take these kinds of risks (Brower et al., 2009). As recent 
management theory models (Chiva, 2014) have suggested trust is an essential element in 
HRD, specifically trust in subordinates. Particularly, the role of trust in subordinates is 





managerial practices that allow more freedom and responsibility (Laloux, 2014). In fact, 
these approaches consider trust to be connected to higher levels of consciousness and 
individual development. Therefore, vertical trust should be essential for HRD literature. 
Future research should therefore examine the mediating/moderating effects on 
performance measures of variables linked to trust in subordinates, such as high individual 
autonomy, low monitoring or knowledge transfer. On the other hand, broader referents such 
as trust in the organization might be linked to organizational performance across particular 
organizational processes or conditions such as organizational commitment, organizational 
psychological security, OCB climate or personnel training and development practices. 
Another interesting research avenue would be to explore the effects of trust on 
performance by considering trust as employees’ perceptions about the level of trust their 
supervisors have in them, an area that has attracted very little empirical research attention in 
terms of organizational performance outcomes. In this sense, HRD practices (e.g., career 
planning, job learning and training, performance guidance and appraisal) may be perceived 
by employees as a sign that organizational leaders trust them, which might relate positively to 
performance measures through perceived trust (feeling trust). Most organizations previously 
focused on control, as they did not trust employees and efficiency was paramount; nowadays, 
however, some organizations are moving away from control due to the importance of 
innovation, autonomy and learning.  In this context, leader-follower trust or trust in 
subordinates is essential because it reflects, for instance, whether managers are following 
McGregor’s (1960) theory X or theory Y. When they trust employees they are probably 
following theory Y, which also has implications for HRD because managers would consider 
training and development, and not control, as essential elements for the organization. 





environment in which people feel free to express their ideas and opinions, take more risks, 
participate in more extra-role behaviors or exhibited higher organizational commitment. This, 
in turn, may result in better job, team and organizational performance levels.  
Finally, because within each level of trust (individual, team and organizational) the 
research concentrates on some referents to the exclusion of others, future studies should 
examine trust across different referents and levels of analysis in order to discover unique 
effects on performance. For example, as proposed by De Cremer et al. (2018), future research 
may investigate how trustworthiness perceptions of separated individuals at different levels 
of the organization trickle down the organizational hierarchy, from higher to lower levels, to 
affect performance.  
Overall, our findings show that vertical trust within organizations operates in a 
complex way to provide positive effects on performance. In this sense, leadership styles (e.g., 
participative leadership, authentic leadership), HRM systems (control vs. commitment HRM 
systems), organizational culture (egalitarian vs. hierarchical) and HRD may play a prominent 
role in developing trust, thus affecting performance. However, to date, our findings show that 
HRD research has not empirically examined the role of organizational trust in promoting 
performance. Accordingly, researchers and practitioners should pay attention to this role of 
HRD practices in order to advance the study and promotion of trust in organizations as a 
strategy to increase performance. Because of the extensive evidence on the positive effects of 
vertical trust on performance, organizations’ HRD efforts to build and spread out trust could 
be a source of sustainable competitive advantage. By recruiting, selecting, rewarding, 
developing, promoting and retaining trusted employees, HRD practices could positively 
impact levels of performance, thus increasing firm competitiveness. Practitioners should 





effectiveness. As HRD is the framework for helping employees develop their personal and 
organizational skills, knowledge, and abilities, vertical trust could be an essential component 
to develop HRD practices. High levels of vertical trust may be necessary for the 




In this systematic review, we have explored the role of vertical trust on different 
measures of job, team and organizational performance. Our findings indicate that vertical 
trust mainly operates through indirect effects to increase performance. However, further 
understanding of the direct effects on the relationship is required. In particular, our results 
reveal a need for in-depth analysis of these direct effects of trust in organizations, especially 
trust in subordinates, using both cognitive and affective bases of trust and exploring different 
cultural or organizational settings. This study has also shown the consistent confirmation that 
trust in leadership has a positive indirect effect on job and team performance, by acting as a 
mediator/moderator variable or triggering mediating effects through other variables. 
However, further research on vertical trust should use other referents (i.e., trust in 
subordinates, leader-follower trust or trust in organizations), types (i.e., congruence trust, 
mutual trust, unconditional trust) and bases of trust  (i.e., affective vs. cognitive trust), as 
empirical research in these areas is scarce. Likewise, the effect of vertical trust on 
organizational performance requires further investigation. Future research should examine the 
role of vertical trust in performance across different referents and levels of analysis, and 





nascent area of research is examining the relevance of feeling trusted—the perception that 
another party is willing to accept vulnerability to one’s actions—to performance.  
In spite of the proposals suggested in this paper that indicate that vertical trust is 
positively related to performance, according to 2018 Edelman Trust barometer, levels of trust 
in CEOs and business are in troubling. For example, 56% of respondents said that companies 
only think about themselves and their profits are bound to fail and 60% believe that CEOs are 
driven more by greed than a desire to make a positive difference in the world. Thus 
rebuilding trust in business leaders and companies is a clarion call to the business community 
(Harrington, 2017).  
This literature review integrates empirical findings on the vertical trust–performance 
relationship in the last decades and proposes future research avenues to advance 
understanding of this link. Trust seems to be linked to learning, to human development, or to 
organizations’ investments in training, which probably imply the use of theory Y rather than 
theory X (McGregor, 1960), and might have important connections with organizational 
culture (participative, democratic, etc.) and structure (organic, flat). The HRD literature has 
traditionally connected trust with individual and collective learning (Gubbins & MacCurtain, 
2008), but mainly focused on the concept of learning. Nevertheless, trust is an incipient topic 
in the HRD literature, and this literature review therefore provides a research reference 
framework to continue and increase exploring the trust–performance link in the HRD field 
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Lvina, 2017) 
(+) Teamwork (Cho & Poister, 
2014); Affective commitment 
(Allen, George & Davis, 2018); 
Knowledge management 
(Koohang,  Paliszkiewicz & 
Goluchowski, 2017) 
 
(#)(*) Sales control/Supervisor 




    (+) HRM practices (Tzafrir, 
2005) 
 
(*) Responsibility norms 




(+) Psychological contract 
fulfillment (Cheung, Wong 
& Yuan, 2017) 
  (+) Work group motivation 














Simard, Chênevert & 
Vandenbergh, 2010) 
 (+) Organizational learning 








(n.s.) no support 
(*) Partial support  
(#) Moderation 
